THE   IMMORTAL   REAR-GUARD
only remained to break this surface, and follow the under
flow to the scene of their crossing.
Darkness fell as they entered a village where, although
the Cossacks had struck their trail again, they.halted and
made fires. Meanwhile a peasant had been found to act
as guide, with the result that it still wanted a few hours
to midnight when they reached the Dnieper. It was
frozen, as Ney had predicted, and choosing a bend of
the river as offering the firmest passage they waited for
the frost to complete the hardening.
Those three hours of intolerable strain marked the
highest point of Ney's example. Few attempted to close
an eye, and hardly a man succeeded in losing the sense
of their bitter surroundings beyond a scattered oblivion.
But the Marshal, with a truly methodical nonchalance,
spread his cloak on the "whitened bank and was soon
sleeping, the most distant of all that weary assembly
from the task in hand, of "which he was yet the mainspring.
He was astir at midnight, and with a range of fires to
show the way the rear-guard began its move over the
Dnieper. The ice cracked at the first touch, but finally
several points were discovered where crossings could
be made in single file. Then came the horses, guns, and
wagons, an operation which shattered the thin surface
and led to many engulfments. Among them was a
transport of wounded who were flung into the freezing
water, and Ney, crawling on hands and knees to the
aperture, rescued one of the victims. Every impediment
had therefore to be left on the south bank, where the
last guns were rendered immovable by hastily sawing
the trunnions.
It was calculated that two long marches, to the north-
west, would bring them up with the Grand Army in the
vicinity of Orcha. There was darkness and unknowr
country ahead of them. They had no horses, transport
or artillery. All that remained of the rear-guard was i
small force of foot with muskets and a dwindling supph
of cartridges. But it seemed that they had dodged thei
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